A PLANETARIUM

John D. Boon
Few people, even among college graduates, have a clear
conception of the structure of the Solar System. Perhaps
there are two reasons why this is true. In the first place,
our educational system is so organized that there is little
room for courses in astronomy, either in the high school or
college curriculum. In the second place, it is not easy to
get the true conception of the Solar System without a mechanical model, and mechanical models of the sun and its
family are difficult to construct.
In order that the students of Southern Methodist University might obtain a more accurate knowledge of the
Solar System, the planetarium illustrated in this article
(Fig. 1) was constructed and placed in a position where it
may be seen in operation at any time.
The planetarium, mounted on a board six feet square,
stands in a vertical position. The power comes from an
electric motor that is connected with a complex system of
accurately-turned pulleys that reduce the speed and give
to each planet its correct relative velocity. The motion is
transmitted from the back to the front of the board by
means of twelve pieces of concentric tubing. Some idea of
the complexity of the construction may be obtained from
the fact that more than fifty pulleys and belts are used in
producing the correct velocities (Fig. 2).
When in operation the model correctly represents the
following characteristics of the Solar System:
1. The sun as the center of the system and the source of
all heat and light.
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2. The order of the planets in distance from the sun.
The distances vary so widely that it was found impossible
to give them the true relative scale.
3. Relative velocities of the planets in their journeys
around the sun.
4. Number of satellites and their orbits about the
planets.
5. Inclinations of the axes of the planets to the plane of
the ecliptic.
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6. Inclination of the orbits of the satellites to the plane
of the ecliptic.

Fig. 2

7. Retrograde motion of the outer planets.
8. Eclipses of the sun and moon.
,,
The models of the planets used in the planetarium are not
turned to the correct relative scale, hence stationary models
were made to bring out these relations. These are shown at
the bottom of Fig. 1.

